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PREFACE

This is a broad survey of the field of black American literature
which outlines the important movements, stereotypes and trends that have
had significant influence upon the literature. The paper traces,
historically, the changing stereotypes and archetypes of blacks depicted
in American literature from the early concepts of blacks as "chattels"
to the contemporary concept of black characters as "existential prototypes."
The specific correlation between changing attitudes, the gradual achievement
of civil rights for blacks and changing stereotypes is noted. Hopefully,
this broadly based discussion will bring new insight to the interpretation
of literature by and about blacks that will lead to greater understanding

of the unique problems of blacks through the enlightenment provided by

literature.
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INTRODUCTIOHN

Tne civil rignts thrust—with 1ts accompan_ ing demands
for curriculums that reflect the ethnic pluralism of American
society~-has created a number of problems for thcize indi-
viduals who are charged with the responsiovility for curricular
changes.. The previous exclusion of black literature from
educational programs has left educators and librarians
compleﬁely unprepvared for this new responsibility. Many
inadeguately prepared individuals found themselves in the
awlkward position of having been pressed into.service by

frantic administrators who vere desperately attempting to ‘

—

satisf'y the demands for black studies programs. Moreover,
K &

many teachers had long desired to incorporate etnnic mate-
rials into their teaching programs, but had refrained as a
result of tneir insecurity rezarding both selection and
interpretation of the literature.

Like any literature unit--the effective teacning and
interpretation of black literature requires an understanding
of both 1its development and unigque characteristics. A lack

» of

M

of this knowledge will substantially reduce the calit

the instruction. Teaching blacx literature without an under-

standing of its influences, concepts and trends is analogous
tc teaching a Shakespearean.unit using a text that lacks

f; the highly essential explanatory lootnotes.
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'STE“VOTYPES: THEIR CHANGES AND TRANSHISSION

IN NMERICAX FICTINL

Classification is the result of man®*s. automat.c

response to diversity. Historically, man has always

_labzled and plzced into neat little categories thoss

Tactors of an environment. vhat were "different.' . The

- black =sxperience has been differsnt from the white—

and, obviously, somez distinct patferns have arisen as

a result of a common restrictive social enviromment.

* However, tne practicz-of ‘poriraying an eutirs race ol
3 > =
. people by attempting to reduce them to the lovest common

‘denominator-~ignoring their individual deviations—--results

in harmfﬁl sbereobgpivg‘1

Stercsotypes may have surface appearances of'being
innocuous.eccricaturzse of human id~osyncrasirs., However,
they set.up chzlirn reactlorsiot 5CS&BlViEF-h;$hﬁ £res
danger of sterzotypes lies in their adverse influence upon
attitudes. Moreover, attitudes built upon distorted images
foster massive cullural tarriers petwzen zgroups,.

Considzraing the puoblems'prevalent todly in Lhe aruee
of inter-group reilations, it is particuiarly impoftﬁ:

for educators and librarians to understand the relationsnip
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—C_
between attitudes, stereotypes and concepts--as they

. 2 .
y relate to literature written about blacks. The impor-

)
[$1]

%+ tance of the role-playinzg aspect of stersotypes caznnot
overemphasized, because historically, stesreotypes have

. Heen the process througn whicn the dominanc. group nas
prepared itselfi emotionally tonpePform;a.social role,

: * Thus,” the functlon of stereotypves is both personal and

j=
(@)

politicél.3 Clearly, black characters depicted in early
-+ American literature mirrored the rmoralistic ati{iltuds of
“ - the dominant grovp. Althougn writers -of ‘fiction are
generally novelists, rather than soaio?égists, they inevit-

ably react to the intellectual and .sociz? forces that '

I
'

: , - dominzte thelr particuler time. "When doubt arpss con-
cerning the validity of using human beinzs &s sa 2able

cormocdities, shifts in attitudes wers convenisntly made

to preserve the concept, of white superioritv vy further

Gemonstrating black inferiorisy."-. Yneretore, blacz char-
acters never enjoyed the full characterization comwmon to

other characters in the Titer»fture, but - -re depicted reinsr

.as types ¢ Zeore”

!

Since blacks were considerad subnuman, deep psycho-

logical probing or introspective studies of black characters

tever occurred. Blacit characters were always hollow snells

| ' dean A. Alexander, "Black Literaturs for ths Cultursiiy
1 . Deprived Curriculum, " Znslish Journzl (Deseemper, 1370),
122 9"33 .
3

Ralph Z1lison, Snadow and Act (Wew York: HRandom Fouss,

Tischler, p. 12. °Starke, p. 29.
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without substance, savages who had been rescusd from thelr

-

free pagan existence and .transferred to the civilized con-

fines oi Western slavery. Tischler contents»that:

The sterzotype, then, is a refusal to coms to grips
with the ambiguity, diversity and complsxity of
huran nature, To classi?y ¥egroes, as Illiscn feels
%ast Southe nﬁﬂs do“e»vn today %n two catesories:
good niggere” and "bad higgers <-the .one tns sufl-
Tering servant, the other the néiry ape-tis to iguore
their numanity and to reject the anzuisn ol recogni-
tion that could enrich thousht and art., VWnen the
artist accepts codified petterns oi thouzht, he is
usvally embracing fac¢1v, spallow fictlons 2nd
rejecting the dznsity of texturs Shov  tnormzre trogic
perceptions weulad 5110 nim. ¥Yeti in gpite < tne
demonstrated inioulvy of sven tecnnicuzss, most Southern
writers do relflsct their Sﬁciety by tneir incsistence
on racial patterns underlying indivicdual actlions cor

their exaggerated rejection of Tall patterns.
Thus, stereotypes represent the extiremes in ideo-
synerasics, and do not allow for “reui hLumey seings. lumun
beings are composites of a number oicharacteristics which
‘may ovr may not reveal thcmselvas--éepending upon the situa-

tion. -Conrad’s Loré Jim, Tor examwio, allowed cowairdice

to guide his behavior, when he thought the ill-fated Patena

was sinking. Yet, he exhlolteo nerolic characteristics

during & later crisis. Undountedly, stereotypes have pra-
vented blacks from c/hlbl ing the normal human character-
istics that would allow reacers to rélate to them in a

persoral manner. Mark Twain was one of thne few nineteenth

cenbury auvthors wno used the black--not gimply as 2 personi-
fication of ldealistic primitiviem nor as a caricature of ¢

I

merry menlal --but as a real nhuman being.

2"

O”ischler, D. 23, 7Ibig., D. 23,
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Literature before 1800 Gapicted blacks as accomro-
dative chattels, as counter-images to the chattels, and
.laS'burfooqs that were outgrowths of the chattels.b

"Noble savages' populated esighteenth century fiction :

and “"philosophic mammies" replaced them in “he ninetaenth ’

: * century.? The. "Mammy® stereotype .represented the loyal, : ‘
" bbb dnférior, tother figure- to whom white mothers cus- ‘

tomarily relinquished the nursing and rearing of their

_white children. 0 - | ‘

The latter part of the mineteenth century saw the : |

" character. UnliZxe the

“introduction of the "brute nigger
"freed slave" image, who, although freed, chose to remain

in_the service of.hils master--the "brute' stereotypes wes

et ——

developed in order to vilify those blacits wno haa the
'effrontery tochallenge-the doctrine of white supremacy and
to promote the doctrine "of black equality.ll After the
Reconstruction, wnen blacks*expressgd & uesire for economic !
‘advancenrent and civil rights, white authors proportionally
portrayed them as "irsulting brutes" and "rapists." This !
Stereotype shot up to Tull growth in the first decades of i
the twentieth cenbury.12 Ironically, Richard ﬁright capi- |

talized on the "brute" stereotype by converting it to the

8Catherine Juanita Starke, 2lrek Poriraidure in dmerienn Tichion

(Maws ¥or¥: Basic Books, Inc., 1871), . 2. .
9 Ibii., B Rhe L Tl Enn

) 10 Siarke,.v. 125. . oL e S0 L0 T

Nipis., p. 61.

12 3 ) bRz > >
Sterling Brown, Ths Mz2zro in Ancri
| Washingbton: Zennikat Press, 1357), D. 3.

10
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deplored the fact tnat -as late as 1215 the idea of a black

v

.

1

A

"prutalized" Izsgro archetyoe in his novel MNative Son.
Brown surmarizes Plantation fiction of the Reconstruc-
tion period thusty:

Plantation tradition of the Reconstruction addad

realism of spesch and custom, but with Iew eXcep-

tions, this realism was subordinated tc the purpose
.of showing ths mutual afiection batweentha reaces

which the Horth had partially destreyec in o
foolish wsr. Hegro cnaracters, at their ba
shown only in rslationsnhip zwtq kindly sou
yhites; at their worst with predatory Yanx
They are never shown in relationsnip fo th
They are conflined to the, two opposite grov

. .loyalty or ingratitudo-l*

" The “"buffoon® or Y“grinning iiegro" stereotype prevailsd
during the late ninesteenth and ecarly twentieth centuries.
The "buffoon™ stereotype's only pufpése was for amuSement.
The "buffoon" was portrayed as a combiration of the lauvsr
ably ridiculous and the grotescwe..'Lb EenJjamin Erauwley
as a serious figure in literature--"one iho is intelligent,
cultured . . . and Goes not smile"--was still incomprehen-
sible to some people."16 Paul Drane notad that Dinah, &
Negro, smiles ang grins througn fifty-eignt volumes of

The Bobbsey Twins.t!

v

e Wear the lask" 1s one of Paul Laurence Dunbar’s
most famous poems ana, interestingly, one :of nis few pdEms

writtenzithout dialect:

135eymore L.-G
Negro in fwerican-Li
Pross, 190C), p. 10

14

1

7Pa.Jl C. Drane, "The Persistence
Examination of the fegro in Childran's Fic
Journal of Hegro Zducation, Vol. 37 (1363)

and Jdonn Edward Harcy, iméges of tihn
zrature (Chicago: University o¥ Cnaicészu

5 ~
Brown, p. 62. l“Starke, p. 65, 16Gro ss, p. 18.

11
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We wear the mask that grins and lies,
It hides our cheeks an¢ shades our eyesS—-

R This debt we pay (o nouman zulle: ™
With to"n and bleeding nearis vwe shilag

' And mouths with myrilad sudtlieties.

Why shoul¢ the werld b2 otheruls
In countiung all our tears and si
Nay, 1=t Lzem or 5 sag us, yunlile

2

W2 WEAR TiZ M

e We smile, but, O great Christ, our cricu B
To thee from tortured souls arise.
We sinz, but Oh, the clay is vile
‘Beneath our feet, and long the nile;

)

: But let the world_ <ream otherwisc,
K WE VIEAR THE ILSKH.

n

The paradox of the omic masx" was even more tra agic

considering the failure of the dominant group to see beyond

' the skin; the color, the grin, or the plcturnSQJe externalities,

Locke, commenting uvpon wnite writers o1l the perioa, statea: {
) (=}

: Occasionzlly there was some penastratlcon Into the heart
- and flesh of legro charactsrs, but to see more tnan

the humble happy peasant would have bzan to Ilout the
fixed 1d=22g and conventions of an entire generation. -
Ior more thnan zrtistic rezsons, indeed, agalnst vhenl,
these writers refused to s:z thne tragedy ol the XRegro
and capitallzed his comedy. The socizal conscience

had as riuen need for this comic rmask as the legre 13

From the early 1800s tc the first half of the 1900s,

-

a number o stock images parsisteo. Among those most preva-

lent were the "bad nigger," "minstrel buffoon," "slow-witted

porter," and "Uncle Tom" stereotypes,20 : S

Althougn the'comic, dull-witted MNegro' étereotype par-~

sisted,, the 1520s saw the introduction of the "tragic mulatto,” N

10Ar'na §ontem¢s,/kmerican Mesro Poetr
and Wang, 1353), p. 16,

19 . . .
4lain Locke, ed. Ths New MNerro (lNew York: Atheneum,
-
1955), p. 31.

F <

(New Yori: Hill

. 20
e Starke, pp. 29-72, ‘

12
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and "the exotic prﬁnitive."el

" was .the visible wymbel of lurs -

The "tragic mulatto
and miscegeﬁation. His characteristics gzsnerated early . |
conscienticus feelings among white§ regarding the enslave-
ment of people, .who like themselves, were observably.white.

o ”Thémblattoésvwere also’ known as quadroons or - octorootr. The
quadroon had one black grandparent,the octoroon had one
black great grandparent. Mulattoes were generally offspring

of quadroon or octoroon ccncublines of.white slave masters.e'

The "exotic primitiﬁe" was the symbol of frzedom Trom
cultural tabco; the noble savage who is uvnafféected by con-
tacts with Western culture. Their names are generally
exotic, such s Dagoo in loby Lick (16;1) and Bras-Couue i

‘ Cabell's Grandissimes (1880).23 Gast notes that Indians and

Mexican-Amsricans have also been affected by the “"exotic

=

primitive" stereotype.

Harriet RBeecher Stowe's novel Uncle Tom's C2bin inuvro-

duced the classic and controveréial cnaracter, Unclie Ton.

This work was the firsi conspicuolbs example of the lsgro as

a literary subject.25 Starke describes Uncle Tom as an eXxcel-
lent example of the sacrifice symbol-~or victim of environ-
mental determivation. "He is an emotionally attached rather-
daddy acccrocationist . ,  the black Chrjst‘symbol in the

. u2b
novel.

. Ibigd. 220ross, p. 10. 23Starke, pp. 33-E3.

"The Dawning of the Age of Aguarivs for
in

T oa . 1" TV yy o g A o .
s Liverature, Zizmznoizry L0

IJOC— ::.- D. _.'“: St&'l"k‘;? Dh. 10" "12 .
E - s

o t 1 3
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While Uncle Tom generated grsat sympathy for the aboii-

- tionistls cause Aas the loval. all ernduring servant, his rars

has become symbolic among blacks today of the "blindé MNegro'-
a person who is bliné to his own self-identity and to his

rightful place in society. Alice Blzck discusses "sight”

imagery in XZllison's Invisible Man in relation to the "Uncle
Tom" concept. "Lack of sipght in a liegro indicates nim as

an "Uncle Tom," one who accepts and praises the impositions

“of the 'whites and insigts thatihe is content with them,"27

Sympathetic though she is to thns black man's cause,
Mrs. Stowe's characters reflect the usual cztalogve of
stereotypes: the tragic mulatto, the comic Szmbo and the

P8

Blacks became increasingly cdissatisfied with ths blaczi

s

Christ image, and Alzine locke echosd the dissatisiaction

when he announced in nis The MNew Nesro (1225) that "the day

of the aunties, uncles and marnies is gone . . « . Uncle Tom

' 5 129

and Sambo have passed on,
Black characters generally lost their dialect curing

the 1950s. The use of dialect had been a psrvasive stereo-

type that persisted tenaciously until the 1950s wnen agita-

tion for civil rights became a major issue. The change in

e}
ie

ct
(&)

the use of dialect is very well illustrated by some of

-
.

\\§)
\'I

early. literature series. The .Bobbgey Teins Ssries in 1

~rram—

1
1,

)

ha

13)]

27 . -
(Allce Block, "Sight Imagery in Invisible M
. - —~ N h
English Journal (1969), 1019-24,

~

28

Tiscinler, p. 2%, 2%9Locke, p..5.
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contained two familiar characters, Sam, a black handyman,
and Dinah, his wife. A typical convercatlion petwuescn thex
was: "Jhat's aa dish year I heah Han say? . . . What yocu
gone and dones to yo! 1%'il broth! an sistan?"30

However, by 1953 Szm retained only a trace of.cdialect

Fu as illustrated by the followlng excerpt: "Jell, I don'tg

knoww « . . . FFOlks say that if .a horseshos is thrown so <that.
it lands with the two ends pointing towerd you, thzat means

1
. guod luch n3

w
o
tn
)
i3
[
n
‘e

Dinah's conversationzl pattern ‘was simila

however; a new version of In the Country was written ang

published in 1950 in which Dinsh. not only. spoke without cia-

-~
Ve

“"lect, bub ‘her Erammzr-had improved deci il
Alexander Pop, & black character in the Rover Boys
Series, was also illustrative of the change. Alec =zzys in

The Rover Toys in the Mounbtains: o fg2 a sight fo! soan

eyes, deed yo! is." Almost. twenty-five years later, in

A
J

- Ths Rover 2o¥s Shinwrecked, nlec'q speech hzs-ehangzd

noticeably: "Can‘t say as I's nmuch younger, but I certainly

doan feel no older."33 , J
Names and illustrations have been used as’convenient

vehicles for transmitting stereoéypes and thus to reinforce

inTeriority. Names were selected that ridiculed

Hy
[N

concebdts o
.by their implicetion. ..The 410&1V handyman was given.contrasi-
lngly impressive names as a form of abasement., Two exampliss

of this practice were The Tom Swift Ssries and hercss the

3Oprane, p. 120, 3lizia., 32rpid.  33Drane, p. 1:i.
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Cotton Pz4eh., A blacy charactar in The Tom Su

given the name Eradicate Andrew Jacksnn Abranam Lincoln

Lo
Sampson.3' Z1lis Credle's Across the Cctton Fatch (1935),

a story of plantation life, involved tlazck twins whoSe names
were "Atlantic" and "Pacific"--nzmes that werc not only

- . . - 2
"unehild-1ike, " but implied a lack of “humanness,’ 2

The blaclk prince in The Vovazes of Dr. Dolittle (1922)

was named Bumbo, a euphemism for "Bumbler." Although the book

"i8 ‘cons idered a classic among children's books, 1t is blatant

in its stereotyped and raclst imagery Africans are revealed

as stupld, unaware--and created for the purpose of exploitation

"

a‘
()

by whites. -Throughout, "blackness! is depicted in a degrading,
negative wan«

Barly children's books were particularly guilty of stereo-
typed illusfrations., Pictures of white children were always
charming and cherubic, while those of black children were

grotesque little pickaninnies. Heslen Bannerman's Little Black

3

LO))

Sambo was typical of this trend.

Ths Hew York Timss in its review of Inez Eogun's The

35) commented about the mediocrity of

=
e
(]
O
o
D
H
-
n
3
o
O
b
wm
—
H
\Q
W)
f\)
o, U‘-

the stories, but claimed their redeeming feature fo be the

amusing pictures of the little darky."37

24
SN A TRV
35pnarathula Millender, "“Mhrouzh aGlase Dzrily," School
Library Journal,(Dccember 1), 1357), p. 4573.

Dewey W. Chambers, "How Wow, Dr. Dolittle," ZTlementary
. - Pdle) ¥,
nnzlish, vol., 45 (1388), 437-4s,

3Ty 167,

rOown, P

R
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As late as.1940, the trenad waﬁ virtvally unchanged.

The Rooaster Crows +as selected bv 1ibrarians as the most dis-

tinguished picture book for children in 1945, The illustra-
tibns'showed black children with large buniony feet and
- .bulging eyes. However, the complaints regerding the illustra-
. .+ tions were so:numerous that a new edition of the book was
published in 1954 with only white children appearing. 38
Finally, at the tuvrn of the pentury, authors began to
teal seriously wiin uneasy segionte of Amerlc life. Realium
became an 1hcreasingly popular trend. Most of the avthors who
were prominently associated with early twentieth century
realism dealt in some measure with the black man. Among them
" were Stedhen Crane,”UDﬁon Sirclzir, Theodore raiser 2
Gertrude Stein. 39 The trend toward realism haé neant the
graduval discardancé of tracditional cstimates, Brown contends
that this new inforrmation and insight is bringing black
Americans closer ta the mainstream of Amesrican 11?3.40
The latter pvart of tho twentieth czantury has seen an
almost 360 degree cycle from the "grinning ape' stercotype

&

- to the existentialistic archetyps. ZEster Jackson succinctly

.

descritbtes the situvation:

The discovery that 'an ever larger segment of humanity
seems to share the kind of existence whicn has besen the
lot ot the ilagro'~-alienation from thz larger community,
igoclation within abvstract valils, lecs

§ o frezell..,.:
legacy o des awr—~q9: led to a literary vigw ol ¢hne
- Negro as & 1pr0uo*vﬁg of tne congtemporary sengs o
38, N .y s n m ~ -
Nelson H. Harris The Tresatment of Te;”ogs in Soolks
and Medla Designed for LH Slementary Scnool,  Soecicl Zducation,
ar ! - ! 1 e

Vol. 33, lo. 4 (april, 1369), 43k-37.

39. b .
o Brown, p.110. *%Inid., p.130.
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TRENDS, MOVILIENLS ANZ INFL U”. ON

.

Black literature can bs divided rouzhly into four main
‘periods: Plantatiocnism (1760-1E64), Assimilationism (1865~

.194%), Reformism (1945-1954), ard Militznt Black Katicnalisn

(1955- ). These periods can be suvbdiviced into smdller

novements within each period. Reconstructionism and Renails-
of Asginilationism, since both moOvements
175

were integrationist in nature. ™ *Nationalisnm

ct

o1

and tne present
periof of Revolutionraryism can both be consicdered part ol the
broader Militant Black KHationalist moveriznt.

Writers of the [irst period, .Plantziioniss, represenied
directly contrasting ohilosopniesz, content (: PO~Q]aVeP‘) and
discontent {anti-slavery). Since blacks durirg this period
were 1lliterate, the audience f'or writers was uwnite. The
limited black literature of this period implied a state of
eupheria on the vart of the tlack masses ané was conSplicuously

¢evolid of socio-econonic refersnces that migh. prove oi'fensive

43

.

v

Jupiter Hammond (1720-1800%?), Gustavus

Vassa (1745-1801), Phillis YWheatley (173%-178%) and LUCJ Terry
' 4

were rebresentative of this period.

"Bars Flignt" (1748), a poem writtsn by Lucy Terrd, was

the iwrst official literaryzworx by a blzci pzrfon on American
- . R . K
) . .
Robert Bone, Tnz Nagro Nowasl in Amarica (Hew Haven:
Yale University Press, 1995), ppn. 1-C.
4
3Ibid.
3 -1 1" s . . u .
Arna Bontemps, "01d ?yuhs-—ﬂew ¥agroes, Ton of the
News (Janvary, 1970), p. 138, .

15




~-18-

U _
. soil.'5 The poem communicated an eye witness account of an
- 1

- Indian raild upon a small settlement in Massachusetts.L

ON

Phillis Wneatley has been widely act¢laimed for her achieve-

ment in the realm of poetry while still a slave.

1

The "contented slave" was a natural part of Plartation

" " 1literature. 7 Starling EBrown describes: the Plantation pericc

[sM]

as a oerloa during which white authors explained slavery "ac
é ' Ypenevolent guardianship, necessary for a childish peoplels
fradition from heathepdom . to Chrilistianity. By stressing
“festivities such as narvesting, corn éhuczing,“hunting, fisning,
balls, we@dings and holiday seasons, slavery was presaznted zs
an ‘unbroken lardi Gras.!’ — '
| “Antl-slavery fictioun c Jimto i%s own during the 183G
i | with David Walker's Aonzal (1¢29), an. indictment against
s]..aver'y.l‘9 1831 was a particularly memorable year. The anti-
slavery Society was established, the Nat Turner revolt occurrad
and Willlam Lloyd Garrison published fne {irst number of his

n50 Unlike pro-

famous anti-slavery newspaper, 'The Liberator.
slavexry literature, siave discontent was cmpnaslzed in anvi-
slavery literature. Conversely, anti-slavery literature of
both black and white authors concentrated on the/abuses that

had been omitted from pro-slavery literatures the dissglution

: 5Ruth ¥iller, Blackamerican Litarature (Baverlwy Hille:
[ _ Glencoe Fress, 1971), op. 1-2Z,
. . V Lt . . - - h -
! ' : nucehh . Simon, A Uuide v 5

the Hezro Buthor to Amzrican
ego Civy Scnhooils, 1508), P. 2

I-J -ty

o)
Die

JiYa
47Tischler, p. 17. 7YBrown, p. 18..

Chapman, p. 637. 2°Ibic., p. 31.

I
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of families, the whippings, the indignities of the slave
mart, concublinage, etc.51

The most prominent black writer during the abolitioniste

crusade was Frederick Douglass, avthor of Nerrvative d'the Life

of Frederick Douglacss, An American Slzve Writtizn by Himsel?l

(1845) .~ William Wells Brown was significant as the author
of the fifst” black novel, Clotel (1853), which was designed
to arouse sympatny for the anolitlionist cause.52

. The Regonstruvction period of Southern white literature
deplcted blacks as either villains or salnus;'dépsnding upon
the North-South alleglance of the particular character
Gescribed, His role was villainous, if his a2llegiance was to

- the North and "good _nigmer," IT his loyvalty involved behavior-—

'such as niding his formzr master's treasures from the Northerners--

or dividing his food from the Freegman's Bureau with his former

Paul Lavrence Dunbary was the mos}t significant black
. )
writer of the Reconstruction era.?i Alain Locke, the first

black Xincdes Scholar, tieseribs¢ Lunbar's gork as the firsy

avthentlic lyric rendition of Negro Life an¢ culbure:
/

But its moods reflect chiefl; those of the era of
Reconstruction and just a littls beyond--~the linited
ezparience of a transitionzal perioo, tne rather
helpless and subservient era of tesiting freecdom and
reaching ovt through the difficultizg of lii'e to the
emotional cummcnaauworv o laughter and tears., [
~the poetfy o the havpy peasanit and the pizintive min-
strel . . . . But for the moct cart, his drzams were
ancaored to Sthe minor Wwnimsies; nis Geepest posiice e -
inspiration was sentiment. He exXpresscd a folk
AP e Ay S ity .

51.. . 2

- Ibid., p. L5, 5 Bone, p. 20.

53

N
liller, p. 69. D7Gross, p. 72.
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temperament, but not a race soul. Dunbar was the end
of a regime, and not the beginning of a traciticn, as
S0 many careless eritics, both white and colorsd, seem
to think.
Black writers of the first generation after slavery wrote

as apologists in an attempt Lo refute the caricatures which

‘had permeated American literatbre. - They resented the.“Jim

Crow image reflectec in“the writings of Harris, Page, Dunbar,

and Chestnutt. The heroines of this period vere frequently

octoroon, modest, and beautiful--the heroes were nandsome
and priggish.' The ctharacters had high-flown names lik

"Dorlan Warthell," "Enszl Ellwood,® MTiara,™ and "Bles Alwyn

The incidents were romantic and often fantastic. The villains

56

were generally poor. whites.
Booker T. Washington (18%6-1915), president of Toskegee

University, and W. =. B, Dubois (18%8-<1963), Pnh.D. from

Harvard, dominatad the psriod immed 1'ue1y afver the Civil

L

-

War. Washington's Us frem Slevsry (1901), ambraced 2 policy

of accomodation with the hopes of later gaing, wnile Dubois?

IJ

P:j
1-J

The Souls of Blecik Polks (19203) took vipgorous exXceriion to

this philosophy and insisted on immediate civil rights for

.blacks.57

Nationalism was the forerunner to the Renaissance

period. It became significant after the First YWorld ﬁar and
offered hopbe of liberation ansd aﬁtonomy»through an esnnnszal
of a separatist'"backeto—Afr1Ca"[philosophy.'-Earcus‘carvey,
West Indian lezacder of the United Kegro Improvement Association,

058

wvas its most ocutspoken leader iscontent was the thrust of

5 1 : 56-—s o
Locke, p. 29. Brown, pp. 105-06,

WU,

7 ~h 5{4 . )
Simou, p. 24, Tischler, 1., 17,

Py
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the movemant.
Perhaps the most important period in the history of black
literature was the Renaissence period,bucaute ¢ the number
of black writers who became prominent during this period.
The cause of racial injustice was replaced, temporarily, by
' T the discovery.and appreciation for black foll: culture. The
“main thrust of this movement was integrationist. rather thar -

separatist;59 Robert Hayden in the preface to the new edi-

tion to Alain Locke's The New Negro described the period as
"M, .. less of a.movément, as we generally use the term, Gheu

a configuration of Tnew! racial attitudes and ideals and the

upsurge of creativity inspired by them 2nd by the iconoclastic

."60' The movameni had no formal

spirit of the times . . .
organization and was more esthetic ang‘philosophical than
political.

There was little in .American fiction .about urban life
for blacks befors 1925, .However, from 1916 on, blacks were
lured to Pifttsburgh with its steel nills, Detroit with its
avtomobile factorles and Cnicago with its sftockyards. Harlen,
however, became the mecca for the ‘Southern blacl, the West
Indian and the African. Harlem, with its cabarets, also
became the mecca Tor pleasure—seekipg, post-~war generation
whites who were rebelling against Victorian prudishness, the
nachine-ag~ standardization and post-wér nelancholia.6l

od were:more interested

e

Ariters during. the Renaissance per

-

in the intervretac.ion of black culvure and its distinctive

Procke, p. xiii. ©%Ibis., p. xi.  9lBrown, . 131.
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ideosyncrasies of languaze, music and 1life style. The

O\

"exotic primitive" was a common featire of the literature .C@

r the Berryv and Clauvde Mciay's

(6]

Wallace Thurman's Tne RBlzcl:

.
literature .03

ot

hi

0n

Home to Harlsam were examples of

Blacl Harlem wzs Cescribed as & place ¢ love and

-

lavghter. i Struggle &nd oppression were dé-emphasized in the
literature. Clavde licKzay, Langston Hughes, Countee Cullen,
Jean Toorer, Rudolph Fischer, George Schuyer, and ‘allace
Thurman were.the bdrimary wuriters associated with thils veriod,

Langston Hughes and Arna Bontemps were the most pooular and

1
prolific writers ofthe period--between them procucing poems,

i
plays, novels and histories.
Hayden, during his diseuvssion of the period, steuqsi:

X cd were realism and
r Osviously, scme

nt.

d a~“°id

Characteristic styles during
satire, symbolism and impress
degree oi disenchantment and &
Writers cduring this ceriod were c
to experiment with nevi forms ana tachni
particularly tr; ‘the poams &nd shor
Jean Tocrmsr and Jdalrond which have an ex orlc ilavor
and tropical lue Tne use of Mezro folk moltii's are
utilizecd by othe- " rg L0 creats distinctive raytihms
and individiality o ne 2

e
=)
e

32
6]
'U
)
@ <<
0N
y

<
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Brown points out that the Harlem school, like the Planta-~
tion tradition, neglected the servitude. Except for ovrierfl
glimpses, the drama of the workaday life, the struggles and

the conflicts, were missing. And such def¢n4“c features of

cHarlem as the unemployment, the overcrowded schools, 4%-

delinquency, the sSurly resehtment--"d1l:of tnosc-sesds that

bore such bitter fruit in the Harlem riot--were all conspicu-

ously absent."00
62 63"1}“]0“, p. 2. - 61*’1‘0’-‘.6., p' 230

Tisghler, p. 13.

65
: T Locke, p. xi €6““u'w pe 107

b
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The three outstanding exceptions during this period
were Rudolph Fischer, Walter White and Countee Cullen. FFischer
glves a realistic description of social life in Harlem in

The Walls of Jericho, and Walter Wnite's Flizht (192€) deals

with 1life in a small Southern town. Cullen, drawing upon
his background as the son of a Methodist minister, gilves
authentic treatment to the place of the church in the black

67

experience in One Way to Heaven (1932).

Few novels xritten by blacks lack references to thne
church. Since the days of slavery, when religion gave
promise of future salvation and rewards for their sufferings,
the church has had great influence upon the lives of blacks.
Often, the church has been a countroversial issue between the
younger and older generation of blacks. Countee Cullen's

One Wav to Heaven (1932), James Baldwin's Go Tell It on %he

(1
Mountain (1953) and Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man (1G52) are
68

three of the titles that deal with this subject.
The Reformist movement followed the Renaissance period..
Although the literary ouvtput of this period was -only half of
that produced during the Renalssance perlod (primarily due to
the depression), the novels which did appear displayed a
greater sociél realism and presented a more balanced view of
the black ex¥parience than the  joy-centered novels of the Harlem
school. "Jazz exoticism, as a dominant tone, was abandoned

169

in favor of social protest.

67Gross, o 113.
68 -

Nick Aazron Ford, Tha Contamvorary dezro MNovel: A Study

in Race Ralatvicng (College rarg: s.clraph Fub. CO0., LU3C), D. 7h.

6931‘ oun K] p . .
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Richard Wrizht represented thne culmination of thz Reformist
()

movement in black literature. 3lack Bov, an avtoblography, and

Native Scon, a2 novel, set the trend for black literature unt;l
the beginning of the Revolutionary period of the militants.
Writers represented by Reformism hoped to appeal to the moral
consciousnesé of tne dominant majority by awakening their
awareness vo the injustices permeating the American non-
white society.7o In addition, blacks assumed a new social
consciousness which resulted 16 an expanded economic inter-
pretation of the'republic.

Wright was the major black writer of the '40s, and James
Baldwin was the major black writer of the late '50s and early
160s. (1  Other signifiéant writers associated with this period
were Ralph Ellison, William Demby, Chester Himés, Gwendolyn
Brooks, Awn Petry, William Melvin Kzlly, Martin Luther King,
Jr., Melvin B, Tolson, Marli Evans, Robert Hayden and Gordon
Parks,(® '

Militant Black Nationalism, unlike Assimilationism, is
both revolutionary and separatist.73 Its roots extend back to

- the Marcus Garvey period of the early .!'20s. The.writings of
this period reflect a complete rejection of the values of the
dominant majority. This movement uvtilizes-~-as its unifying
agent——the element thét nad previcusly prevented the race from
assimilation into the main culture. "Blackness" for this move-

ment assumes the dval roles of unification and racial pride.

70Bone, p. . 7lchapmgn, o, 664,
T24111er, pp. 261-458. 13chapman, p. 664,

= | 26
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}ilitant Black MNationalist writers, unlike the Reformists,

v

have no faith in the moral consciousness of the domilnant

: majority and feel that civil rignhts must evolve from self-
1 ) . . . )t . |
B reliance and total change of the s:;stem.rﬂr

The works of this group are addressed to the black

; ciated with this movement are: Leroi Jones, Eldridge Cleaver,

:
L { literary pubiic, rather than the white., Major writers asso-
|
|

Malcomb X, Claude Brown and Nikki Giovanni.(? o
i
' I
.; . 7'5008, ppo 5"‘60 75}4111@1", ppo }‘!'77‘-5340 *
/
27




EVALUATION OF BLACK LITERATURZ

-

The demand for literature directly rclated to their
.ethnic history and traditions has resulted in an avalanche
of materials from publishers eager to capitalize-on
popular public intsrests. DMoreover, unlike the earlier
period when relatively few materials were available, educa-
tors, teachers and librarians éan now afford Lo be more
selective in their acquisition policies by measuring these
materials carefully against their evaluative criteria. Nany
titles are available that adhere to high literary standards.
Those ethnic titles thét fail to meet these standards eghould
be rejected on the sarme grounds as other materials.76 The
term "nigh literary standards" does not necessarily imply
books of the "great books" caliber. The term does imply,

however, works comprising adequacy of literary form- and

structure. Those works'comprising Questionable form, inco-
hesiveness, lack of continuity, awkwardness and other forms
.of substandard writing should be rejected immediately.77

Librarians wno purchase sub-standard ethnic materials
are gullty of & real disservice to students. The claim by
some that ethnic materials are generally poorly written is

evidence of the claimant's lack of familiarity with the

subject. "

Ly 4 L) . . s -
[T Ronert Deons, Mizgro Literatize in the Secordary School:
Pramanye (b3 em e d ah Terree { . e -

and Perspectives " Zpdich Jovwemal ( May, 1962), p. 512,

-26- .
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Clearly, librarians who purchase sub-standard etnnic materials

are aiding and abetting the {low of trivia on the market.

Publishers use purchase orders as yardst{icks for gauging

the success of particular titles. ©On the other hand, they

are quick to respond to the demands of tne buying public.
Purchase of these hastily prepared, poorly written materials

by librarians nerely encourages their I'low. As long as their

titles sell, publishers can only assume that the public is
satisfieds - .
onzl eriteria for the salection of litere

Barbara Dodd offers acdditi

by and about blacks, = - .

I, Is the portrayal natural and real?

2. Doos the story or the portrayal set standzrds for supsr-
iority or ~h’~r ority? . ‘

3, Dozs it offend the sensitivities of the group porirayed?

Le Is it fres frem derisive names?

5., Is the lanzusze true ro the times?

€. Is ths sitory »nd portraysl trus ‘o the tines?

7. Arce the illustrations kindly and humun . . . not a carica—
ture?

8, Dces the btock offer a broader understznding of living in a

democratic socizty where all groups arz valued? 78

S
2

~3

D&
(Wah}
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